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Essay Based On A Sky Journal
Word Count: 2531

This paper is an exploration of the themes that emerged during observations of the sky and the mountains in the desert area of Southern California.  These observations were made over the course of a month, mostly during my daily commute or from my office window, but also on unplanned side trips to find the best sky views or while hiking in the local national park.  They were recorded through photographs and written reflexive notes in a journal.  As Kim Etherington states, we ‘need to be aware of the personal, social and cultural contexts in which we live and work and to understand how these impact on the ways we interpret our world.’[footnoteRef:1]  As a white woman of British heritage, living and working on native Cahuilla land in the United States and with a nature-oriented worldview and an admiration for the wondrous, I was aware of how my background coloured what I saw and experienced through the interaction of sky and mountains.  Tilley, in his discussion of phenomenology, further posits that we are not outside the landscape or contained by it; rather ‘landscape is part of ourselves’ and as such is entangled with humans ‘in a network of material and social relations.’[footnoteRef:2]  As many of my interactions were out of doors, some of them in the mountains themselves, I remained aware of my connection to the landscape and how these interactions affected me physically and emotionally.  The results of the Sky Journal and major themes that emerged were then examined in the context of what others have described.  Indigenous American mythology was reviewed, along with fiction and nature writing that referenced the interplay of mountains and sky, the photography and writings of Ansel Adams and academic writings on mountains, sky, and weather.   [1:  Kim Etherington, Becoming A Reflexive Researcher: Using Our Selves In Research (London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004), p.19.]  [2:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology Of Landscape (London, UCL Press, 2017), p.5.] 

   The pull of the mountains upwards and the idea of heights being sacred to megalithic tomb builders in Ireland is discussed in Frank Prendergast’s chapter in Space, Place And Religious Landscapes.[footnoteRef:3]  Robert MacFarlane explores this pull of the mountains on the Western psyche in depth and contrasts it with the realities of being in the mountains in Mountains Of The Mind.[footnoteRef:4]  Nan Shepard also touches upon these themes in The Living Mountain, along with her desire to be intimate with these places.[footnoteRef:5]  Ansel Adams describes his relationship with the mountains and his efforts to capture them as part of Examples: The Making of 40 Photographs.[footnoteRef:6]  In Jane Merewether’s study of the interactions of children with nature she points out their tendency to animate elements of nature and the possible ecological value of this tendency.[footnoteRef:7]  Examples of the animation or sacredness of mountains appear in varying stories through folklore and popular culture.  In indigenous mythology, as recorded in American Indian Myths and Legends, for example, there are instances of the mountains being a sacred place to gain knowledge.[footnoteRef:8]  In Tolkien’s more modern The Hobbit the mountains are brought to life in the form of stone-giants.[footnoteRef:9] [3:  Frank Prendergast, ‘The Archaeology Of Height – Cultural Meaning In The Relativity Of Irish Megalithic Tomb Siting’, in Space, Place And Religious Landscapes : Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady (London, Bloomsbury Academic, 2021), pp. 13-42.]  [4:  Robert MacFarlane, Mountains Of The Mind (New York, Vintage Books, 2004).]  [5:  Nan Shepard, The Living Mountain (Great Britain, Canongate Books, 2014).]  [6:  Ansel Adams, Examples: The Making Of 40 Photographs (New York, Little, Brown and Company, 1983).]  [7:  Jane Merewether, ‘Listening With Young Children: Enchanted Animism Of Trees, Rocks, Clouds (And Other Things)’, Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 27:2 (2018), 233-250 <DOI: 10.1080/14681366.2018.1460617>.]  [8:  Richard Erdoes and Alfonso Ortiz, American Indian Myths And Legends (New York, Pantheon Books, 1984).]  [9:  J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit, 2nd edn. (Great Britain, HarperCollins, 1995).] 

   One of the recurring themes that came up in my Sky Journal was the pull upwards that the mountains exerted on me as I started to observe them more closely.  It felt to me as if the farther up away from human interference I could get, the closer my connection to some sense of the sacred would be.  Several times over the course of my observation period, I was drawn off the road and up the mountain, trying to get closer or get a better shot.  On February 9, 2021 I wrote:
Again, I found myself wanting photos unobstructed with human-made structures and objects, so I drove a ways up the mountain to get some better shots. …The mountain near my house had a ufo-type cloud above it that was also placed as if I could reach it from the top of the mountain.
MacFarlane describes this feeling as ‘the inverted gravity of mountain-going – the attractive force that pulls you ever upwards.’[footnoteRef:10]  Part of this feeling also seemed to come from a desire to get closer to the sky and to see what would be visible from the next ridge.  I experienced this viscerally on March 5, 2021 when I noted: [10:  MacFarlane, Mountains, p.167.] 

The pull up the paths was almost a physical one.  I kept thinking I would just go up to top of that next rise I could see, but when another appeared behind it, I had to continue on to that one, too.  With each successive ridge, I was hoping I would be able to get closer to that ethereal cloudscape blanketing the tops of the far-off peaks, even though logically I knew I was still quite far away.  I was, however, rewarded with breath-taking views of the valley below and a feeling of expansion, despite not being very high up in the mountains at all.  I sat for a long while just breathing in the experience.
Frank Prendergast had similar experiences in his exploration of the hills and mountains of Ireland.  In his study of the siting of megalithic tombs in Ireland he posits that relative height seemed to be more important than absolute height and that the feeling of height changed depending on the difficulty of the ascent and the relation to the valley floor.  In his case, when in a relatively high place he found that ‘the feeling I experienced of power over the lowland below and the sensation of being connected to a spiritual world overhead was tangible.’[footnoteRef:11]    [11:  Prendergast, p.18.] 

   In sharp contrast to this pull upwards were my realizations of the realities of attempting to ascend the desert mountains.  As ethereal as they sometimes appear in the distance, closer inspection reveals them to have deep crevices and sharp angles.  This disconnect between what I imagine from a distance, based in part on my background and cultural conditioning, and what is physically there is what MacFarlane is referring to when he calls them ‘mountains of the mind’.[footnoteRef:12]  On one of my hiking forays up to Joshua Tree National Park on February 7, 2021 I observed: [12:  MacFarlane, Mountains, p. 18.] 

From far away it seems if I could only get close enough I could climb them and touch that brilliant sky, but the closer I get, the more defined and craggy they become.  Their massive height and the deep, wide gaps between boulders show just how challenging an ascent would be.  I pass a rock climber attempting an ascent of a minor side boulder and don’t envy him even that task.
Interestingly, in comparing my experiences related above, I find Prendergast’s assessment of relative height to hold true.  I felt closer to the sky and the sacred on my spontaneous trek up the minor foothill ridges than I did in Joshua Tree which, although situated very near the top of the mountain range, is mostly a large, flat plateau.  Without being able to see down the mountain, the experience of being at height was diminished.  What is apparent when up in the mountains themselves, though, are all the minute details which give the mountain its form and personality.  On my trek up to Joshua Tree on February 7, 2021, I described some of these details:
Here the roots of the mountains lie exposed everywhere, deep crevices and rounded corners showing where water once flowed….  The light sandstone of the exposed mountain roots brings out the blue [of the sky] even more, as does the bright yellow of the flowering agave.
Shepard discusses this phenomenon when describing her decades-long relationship with her local mountains - the waning pull of height in favour of a desire to know and explore an ever-changing relationship.  Indeed, she concludes, ‘each time I go to the mountain – the eye sees what it didn’t before, or sees in a new way what it had already seen.[footnoteRef:13]  Ansel Adams echoes this sentiment when he explains that over his long exploration of Yosemite and the Sierra Nevada, he found that the large panoramic views of the mountains ‘may not interpret the direct excitement and beauty of the mountain world as inclusively as sections, fragments, and close details, which are available in infinite number.’[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  Shepard, Living Mountain, p.106.]  [14:  Adams, Examples, p.17.] 

  From a distance, however, the mountains and their proximity to the sky and clouds seem to take on a liminal appearance in certain light that enchants me and sparks my imagination on my long drives.  I commented on this many times in my Sky Journal, often wondering if these insubstantial looking forms could transport me somewhere else.  I described this experience on February 5, 2021 by writing:
As the sun sets, they seem to fade into an otherworldly presence, showing only layers of slightly differentiated colour.  I find this so hard to capture in photos.  Nothing evokes the feeling of the mountains like they themselves do – as if, if I could reach them, I could travel to that other realm and explore.
There is a sense of this liminality in Tennyson’s lines:
The hills are shadows, and they flow
From form to form, and nothing stands;
They melt like mist, the solid lands,
Like clouds they shape themselves and go.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Alfred Lord Tennyson, In Memorium, Section CXXIII, Lines 5-8, as quoted by MacFarlane in Mountains, p.57.] 

This insubstantial quality ties into the earlier discussion of high places being viewed as sacred from below.  Prendergast explains that, ‘emotionally, the dynamics of moving up or down a mountain is to move through layers of liminality.’  This feeling of liminality seems to create the experience of otherness or sacred space, which has been transferred through folk tales and even popular culture.  In one indigenous American legend, the Cheyenne tell how Arrow Boy, who was remarkable from birth, travelled high into the mountains where he found a circle of men.  There he learned for four years, eventually returning to his people with knowledge and four special medicine arrows that would ensure their well-being.[footnoteRef:16]  This type of experience is available virtually in modern times through the game Skyrim, where the player ascends to High Hrothgar at the peak of the mountain to learn the mysteries of the dragon language and the power that comes with it.[footnoteRef:17]  Less reliably, before the pandemic shut everything down, the modern pilgrim could join the long line of those waiting to attempt an ascent of Everest and risk their lives in the process, as depicted in the film Mountain.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Erdoes, Myths and Legends, p.31.]  [17:  David S.J. Hodgson and Steve Stratton, Official Game Guide - The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Roseville, Prima Games, 2011), p.543.]  [18:  Jennifer Peedom (dir.), Mountain [Film], (Australia: Madman Entertainment, 2017).] 

   In contrast to those waiting hordes, I found over the course of my observations that I preferred my experience of the mountains to be solitary.  On February 11, 2021, I examine this desire in my Sky Journal:
I have always felt very connected to nature and had a sense that there is something more.  I can access this feeling more easily when I’m alone, so I prefer to hike alone or sit alone outside when I get the chance.  Other people intrude on my sense of connection, much like the human-made structures intrude upon my sky pictures.  I’m not entirely sure why this is the case – perhaps I seek an equal sense of wonder in others.  My son is one person I can share this with.
Nan Shepard expressed a similar desire to have a companion whose ‘identity is for the time being merged in that of the mountains, as you feel your own to be.’[footnoteRef:19]  She goes on the say that the right hiking partner can be an asset, but that the overly talkative type can ruin the experience altogether.  Children, in general, seem to be people I can share my wonder with.  In her studies with children, Jane Merewether found that, ‘Children seemed to be in love with the world in a way that was energy-giving and interconnected.’[footnoteRef:20]  She marvelled at their tendency to animate natural objects, ascribe them personalities and treat them as equal beings.  Indeed, she puts forth that this sense of enchantment is a strategy that all humans could embrace to form more of a connection with nature and help guide us through our present environmental challenges.  I experienced this deeper connection with the sky and mountains through the creation of my Sky Journal as well.  In the mountains outside my office window, I could make out the figure of a pregnant woman.  I often observed her interactions with the sky, as on one morning when I started my drive enveloped in fog and later wrote: [19:  Shepard, Living Mountain, p.14.]  [20:  Merewether, ‘Listening With Young Children’, p.234.] 

By the time I cross the pass and get to work, though, the liminal is gone and I find my lady of the mountain gazing at the last few cloud remnants before they, too, drift away.
Tolkien took his animation of the mountains one step further when he had his stone-giants rising up from their mountain seats during a storm, ‘hurling rocks at one another for a game, and catching them, and tossing them down into the darkness where they smashed among the trees far below.’ [footnoteRef:21]  In comparison, my lady in the mountain is quite serene. [21:  Tolkien, The Hobbit, Ch. 4, p.4.] 

   In conclusion, by creating a Sky Journal, I set out to observe and record the interactions of the sky and mountains in my local desert area in a reflexive manner, noting how I am tied into this landscape myself and how, in turn, these observations affected me.  Most of my observations, in the form of photos or journal entries, were made during my daily commute or from my office window, along with planned and unplanned side trips off the freeway or up the mountains.  One of the major themes that emerged in the course of analysing the Sky Journal was the sense of the pull of the mountains upwards and that the mountains, in their proximity to the sky, were connected with the sacred.  Oftentimes, the contours of the mountains would blur, giving them a liminal appearance that only underscored this sense of the sacred or otherworldly and increased the attraction.  Once in the mountains, however the details were what stood out – the steep crevices, the worn edges of boulders, the brilliant colours and unique plant life.  This, in turn, enhanced my feeling of connection, creating a deepening cycle.  Add to this my personification of the mountain outside my office window, and the overall picture that emerged in my interaction with the sky and mountains was an overarching sense of wonder and connection.  Even now, with my fieldwork completed, I find myself walking over to the office window frequently during the day to greet the lady in the mountain or suddenly exiting the freeway in pursuit of a new photo or a new path up.  One such detour a few days ago resulted in the discovery of a whole network of trails that I had not been aware of in my twenty years of living in the area.  This expanded sense of the nature around me leads me to concur even more heartily with Jan Merewether’s idea that the planet could benefit from adults interacting with the natural world with more of the wonder of children.  Although different individuals with different backgrounds and cultural biases than mine would certainly have different experiences, I would venture that the effect on their relationship with the sky and landscape around them through keeping a sky journal or having some regular interaction with the sky would be a positive one that could have significant effects on their view of nature and what steps they might take to protect it – or at the very least treat it with more care.
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